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early every year since 1999, one hundred public libraries have been rated “best in class” by
Hennen's American Public Library Ratings (HAPLR).! Many of the libraries have celebrated
the occasion with glowing press releases, in-house banners, and communiqués with boards
of trustees, funding authorities, and citizens. It seems fortunate that HAPLR has been avail-
able to certify the excellence of these select libraries. With the L] Index, a new rating system
from Library Journal, on the horizon, libraries will have another opportunity to ponder what
ratings might mean for them.

When libraries consult ratings systems such as HAPLR or the L] Index, they might assume that the scores
are accurate and conclusive. Perhaps they envision them as guality points precisely calculated for straightfor-
ward comparisons between libraries. Thomas Hennen has promoted his ratings this way, describing them as

“composite average[s] that can be compared to the scorels] of all other public libraries,” and “like a Scholastic

Aptitude Test with a theoretical score between 1 and 1,000." Measures involving composite averages and theoret-
ical scores certainly seem like they would be statistically sound and trustworthy. By comparison, I Index takes
an approach calling for more cautious interpretation of ratings and wider acknowledgement of their limitations.

How can these simple and inexpensive rating systems produce such definitive information about public
library performance? How do the calculations work? How accurate are they? Do they measure library excel-
lence and greatness? If so, how do they assess dimensions such as excellent customer service, well-trained
staffs, responsiveness to community needs, quality and availability of materials, and others that have been
espoused by Holt and by Childers and Van House23

A study addressing these questions was recently conducted as part of a library and information science grad-
uate internship that the primary author (Lyons) completed at the U.S. National Commission on Libraries and
Information Science (NCLIS).* The coauthor (Kaske), who was director of surveys and statistics at the commis-
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sion at the time, recommended that Lyons study the
statistical foundations of HAPLR. The purpose here

is to summarize the findings from the study. Some of
the issues explored pertain to library ratings in gen-
eral, including HAPLR and other approaches. These
instances will be noted. Based on the study results,

it is recommend that libraries reconsider their use of
HAPLR as a measure of library performance, quality,
greatness, or excellence. Several methodological short-
comings make HAPLR insufficient for these purposes:

» HAPIR is not a scientifically validated
measurement instrumeént. Without validation
testing, there is no basis for concluding that
HAPLR assesses library quality, excellence,
greatness, or value.

» HAPLR uses a set of library input/output
‘measures that is too narrow for fully measuring
library performance. As seen in table 1, HAPLR
uses only five input and three output statistics.
The ratings disregard service outcomes, library
mission, service responses, alignment between
programming and community needs, collection
quality, and other key operational areas.

o Based on HAPLR calculations, 50 percent of
a library’s score is dependent on library input
statistics.? It is generally agreed within the library

. profession that input statistics are inadequate
measures of library performance, service
excellence, programmatic relevance, quality, or
value.

s The federal data that HAPLR uses are imprecise
due to inconsistencies in local compilation of

the data, sampling error, imputation, and other
sources. Because of inevitable “noise” in the data,
any comparative ratings based on these statistics
will be approximate at best.

e Even assuming HAPLR to be avalid and accurate
measure of library excellence or greatness, the
scores cannot indicate how much excellence or
greatness libraries might possess. As a result,
comparing different libraries’ HAPLR scores in a
single year, or the same library’s scores in different
years, is somewhat pointless. This problem will be
discussed later in the article.

Not Like SAT Scores
While Hennen does not claim that HAPLR is exactly
like the SAT testing regimen, his association of the
two measurement systems implies that they share
certain characteristics in common. Upon closer
examination, however, essential differences between
HAPILR and SAT become evident. First of all, the
College Entrance Examination Board (CEEB), creator
of the SAT examinations, has conducted numerous
scientifically designed studies to assess the valid-
ity of the exams. By validity we mean what the field
of behavioral science research calls measurement
validity, which has been defined as: “the extent to
which any measuring instrument measures what it is
intended to measure. . . . One validates not the mea-
suring instrument itself but the instrument in rela-
tion to the purpose for which it is being used.”®
CEEB adopts a fairly narrow definition of SAT
measurement objectives. SAT is intended only for

Table 1. Statistical Data Used in HAPLR*

Statistic Description
Number of staff
Materials expenditures

Operating expenditures

Number of volumes Print materials
Serial subscriptions
Visits Annual count of visits
Reference transactions

Circulation transactions

Total paid FTE employees

Expenditures on library collection

Print serial subscriptions

Annual count of reference transactions

Annual circulation count

Type
Input
Input

Total operating expenditures (includes staff, collection, other
non-capital expenditures)

Input-
Input
Input
QOutput
Output
Output

*Fifteen HAPLR factors are created from just eight NCES statistical items. HAPLR also uses population and hours open to calculate rates (e.g., visits per

hours open), but libraries are not rated on these two jtems.

37 NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2008




FEATURE HONORABLE MENTION

use in predicting first-year college success. Validation
of the examinations has been predicated on this
intended use.” In addition, CEEB endeavors to
ensure that SAT testing results are interpreted and
used responsibly. The board explicitly advises that
SAT scores alone never be used for college admission
decisions. Instead, the scores are intended for use
only in combination with other pertinent student
data. Moreover, the academic community has been
outspoken in insisting on appropriate use of SAT
scores. Dozens of academic studies have investigated
potential bias in SAT and other standardized educa-
tional examinations.?

On the other hand, the measurement validity
of HALPR has not been substantiated, as we noted
earlier. Consequently, there is no basis for conclud-
ing that HAPLR assesses library quality, excellence,
goodness, greatness, or value. Both Hennen and the
American Library Association (ALA), publishers of
HAPLR, have neglected to issue consistent disclosures
of the method’s limitations. Neither has Hennen or
ALA emphasized the importance of interpreting rat-
ing results carefully and responsibly. Nor have they
advised libraries of the necessity to supplement
HAPLR findings with other relevant assessment data.

For these reasons, in terms of soundness, promo-
tion, and use, we conclude that HAPLR and SAT are
not alike. Besides this, HAPLR and SAT are also unre-
lated in terms of their statistical composition. SAT
scores are interval data. Briefly, this means that SAT
scoring has standard and consistent units of measure.

Unfortunately, this consistency does not hold true
for HAPLR scores because they are ordinal numbers.
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Rather than having standard units, ordinal numbers
are inconsistent. You might say they are elastic. The
sidebar (see pages 40-41) describes this problem in
detail and explains why it is so difficult to make sense
of final HAPLR scores.?

Shortcuts and Compromises
The most distinguishing characteristic of HAPLR is
the processing of library performance information in
bulk. In the tradition of demographic and economic
research, HAPLR aggregates statistics from thousands
of subject libraries together with a single algorithm to
produce mass comparisons. Translating each library’s
input/output statistics directly into rankings avoids
the considerable expense of more rigorous measure-
ment approaches like onsite surveys, extensive ques-
tionnaires, validated measures of quality, or other *
meticulously developed evaluation protocols.
Interestingly, translating statistics directly into
rankings is an ingenious shortcut that avoids a nag-
ging problem in library statistical analysis. This prob-
lem, recognized decades ago by Ellen Altman and her
colleagues, is the lack of explicit criteria for evaluat-
ing input/output statistics.1? There are no criteria
defining exactly what levels of, say, circulation per
capita or visits per capita correspond with excellent,
good, satisfactory, mediocre, and poor library perfor-
mances. Even though libraries are urged to make sta-
tistical comparisons with their peers, the profession
has no tried-and-true methods for judging adequacy
or deficiency of any given statistical indicator for any
given library. To be sure, libraries may serve vastly
different constituencies in terms
of population, age, education,
socioeconomic status, ethnic and
cultural background, and so forth—
within communities and among
them. Determining what levels and
mix of materials, programs, and
services are most appropriate is a
central challenge for libraries.
HAPLR and other library rating
systems circumvent this problem
by assuming that, for all libraries in
all situations, higher statistics indi-
cate higher levels of service excel-
lence and appropriateness (except
for efficiency indicators like cost
per circulation). This illustrates an
important characteristic of public
library national ratings in general:
Formulating these ratings always
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ven though libraries are urged to make statistical
comparisons with their peers, the profession has
no tried-and-true methods for judging adequacy
or deficiency of any given statistical indicator.

involves methodological compromises. As another
example, national ratings like HAPLR ignore impre-
cision in library statistical data because adjusting
for noise in these data is typically impractical. Thus,
aggregated library statistics remain inexact due to
inconsistencies in data compilation, sampling error,
and other reasons.

As indicated previously, the collective nature of
national ratings makes them especially insensitive
to local library uniqueness and variation. HAPLR
attempts to address this variation by rating libraries
within community population categories. Other rat-
ings systems may use different grouping categories.
However, these methods do not account for such
important differences as community demographics,
library mission, service responses, regional economic
factors, funding disparities, and others.

Perhaps the most profound methodological com-
promise connected with national ratings, and with
comparative library statistics in general, is what
has been described by statisticians as the creation
of equivalences. Standardized statistical definitions
require that a variety .of objects or events be com-
bined into categories that emphasize similarities and
ignore essential differences between the objects or
events. In the case of library statistics, all volumes,
subscriptions, dollars expended, in-person visits,
website visits, personnel, programs, and so forth are
presumed to be equivalent within each statistical
category. Each is worth one “point” in the counting.
This overarching assumption discounts differences in
complexity, sophistication, value, quality, relevance,
efficiency, effectiveness, and so on. We leave this and
other methodological compromises for a future dis-
cussion in order to address another topic, the useful-
ness of single-score ratings.

Single-Score National Ratings

Even if we could resolve the shortcomings and meth-
odological compromises we noted, another dilemma
remains. Hennen alluded to this in his characteriza-

tion of national ratings of the “best” cities, hospitals,
colleges, and graduate schools as “subjective and

open to infinite interpretation.”!! In reality, there
are no objective guidelines for designing measures
to gauge the excellence of cities, colleges, graduate
schools, hospitals, libraries, and the like. Creators

of national rating systems make arbitrary decisions -
about which factors to include or omit, and whether
to give extra emphasis to any of the factors they
select. Intentionally or not, each scoring decision
favors certain locales or institutions over others.

‘When the Places Rated Almanac first appeared
in 1985, AT&T Bell Laboratories statisticians ana-
lyzed the measurement scheme.'? The statisticians
examined weightings—a statistical technique for
emphasizing some measurement dimensions over
others—that the Almanac used. In an experiment,
they found that by manipulating these weightings
they could cause any one of 134 cities (of 329 total)
to rate first in the rankings. A recent study described
similar patterns in national rankings of regional
economic conditions.!® This study reports that
thirty-four U.S. states are able to cite national rating
systems that place them in “the’top ten” in business
climate and competitiveness. .

While national rankings are arbitrary, they can
also be somewhat imprecise. Year-to-year behav-
jor of rankings can even be transitory. For gradu-
ate business school ratings published by Business
Week and U.S.-News and World Report, University of
Michigan accounting professor Tlia Dichev observed
that annual changes in ratings revert back to their
prior ordering within a two-year period,'* The same
proved true for U.S. News and World Report college
and university rankings.!® Dichev suggests that this
tendency is due to statistical noise, meaning that
short-term changes in ratings are likely to be more of
a fluke than an indication of actual changes in insti-
tutional quality.

Certainly, marketing and public relations are cru-
cial for cities, universities, hospitals, libraries, and
other institutions. National rankings can be valuable
tools for institutional advocacy. By the same token,
public institutions have a responsibility to increase
operational efficiency, quality, and effectiveness.
Due to their generic nature, national ratings do not
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mances. That is, they do not represent actual timings in races or judging points awarded in dance
competitions, for example. In a highly competitive contest, participants might all perform excellently,
causing the top scores to fall quite close to each other. In a less competitive contest, top scores will
be further apart and mediocre performances might well receive high rankings. Nevertheless, in these
different contests top performers receive the same numeric rankings—first, second, third, and so on.
Clearly, the numeric rankings have quite different meanings in different contests.

As ordinal numbers, rankings communicate order only—nothing more. Although it is tempting to
view the numbers in rankings—first, second, third, fourth, and fifth—as regular numbers, the digits are
merely placeholders that spell out a sequence. This sequence can just as easily be represented as Ath,
Bth, Cth, Dth, and Eth. These two representations of a five-point ranking scale are identical in meaning,
since points on ordinal scales are just labels.

Ordinal scaling is entirely different from everyday measurements. Because they are just labels, ordi-
nal scaling points have no standard quantitative meaning. This is why HAPLR scores cannot indicate
exact quantities that libraries possess of greatness, excellence, quality, or whatever library attributes
HAPLR might actually measure. One library’s advantage of, say, twenty HAPLR points over peer librar-
ies could mean that the library surpasses other libraries by a large amount of excellence, by a moder-
ate amount, by a small amount, or hardly at all. This uncertainty also applies to comparisons between
libraries in different peer groups, and between a single library’s year-to-year changes in HAPLR scores.
It is even conceivable that one library's lower score in one year could represent more excellence than
that library’s higher score in a different year.

Due to the oddities of ordinal numbers, we can draw only these conclusions from HAPLR scores:

In a single peer group and single year only, higher HAPLR scores exceed lower ones by an unspecified
amount, and vice versa. Although the ratings appear to be precise numbers that can be compared con-
fidently, their actual meanings are vague and fuzzy.

.

‘What’s the Point? ‘

You might wonder why we belabor this issue of HAPLR scores as ordinal data. After all, no measure-
ment system is perfect. Couldn’t we simply accept the shortcomings of library measures like HAPLR?
Despite its imperfections, isn't HAPLR the best measure of its kind currently available? In our view,
such a lenient stance will ultimately work to the detriment of libraries. Instead, we suggest that libraries
endeavor to promote higher standards of measurement soundness in order to preserve their institu-
tional credibility. At a minimum, the profession ought to avoid showcasing measures that are likely to
embarrass libraries later on. And we should strive to remedy measurement flaws that would otherwise
be obvious to expert observers. As Elliot and his colleagues advise, library measures must hold up under
expert critical review, particularly by those outside of our profession.3 Further, libraries should always
interpret assessment findings conservatively, tending toward understatement rather than overstate-
ment. If the library profession upholds standards for rigorously developed assessment measures and
justifiable interpretations of data, our “stewardship, service, and integrity” will be obvious to our con-
stituents.* @ ‘
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enhance local evaluation efforts, nor are they much
help in refining programs and services. In fact, they
sometimes undermine the practice of sound evalu-
ation research. In response to U.S. News & World
Report college and university rankings, some aca-
demic institutions choose to “game” the ratings by
reporting exaggerated statistics. Defensive tactics like
these end up obscuring organizational performance
rather than illuminating it. Undoubtedly, this level of
preoccupation with otherwise arbitrary rankings dis-
tracts organizations from the task of conducting well-
designed local evaluations aimed at performance
improvement.

Telling Which Way the Wind Blows

Hennen remarks that “Numbers alone can no more
tell you everything about a truly great library than

the wind chill index can tell you about a truly cold
day."16 This disclaimer notwithstanding, national
ratings such as HAPLR are perceived as saying some-
thing about each public library. The challenge for the
library profession is to determine exactly what this
something might be. Without scientific validation and
sufficient measurement scope, public library national
ratings based on aggregate statistics are unsatisfac-
tory measures of quality, greatness, goodness, excel-
lence, or value. Further, imprecision in the underlying
data make ratings inexact, causing final scores to be
much more approximate than they appear. Even if
they were accurate, single-score ratings are not use-
ful for meaningful performance, improvement, and
accountability. Worse, the ratings can be interpreted
in ways that misrepresent or trivialize organizational
quality and excellence.

What, then, do library ratings say? Generally, our
profession recognizes that ratings are rudimen-
tary measures. The ratings may well signal library
accomplishments, but the information they provide
is preliminary and cursory. Library ratings indicate
that libraries meet some of the prerequisites for qual-
ity, excellence, greatness, and value. Thus, they can
suggest that libraries appear to be on the right track
to performance results, if we accept the definitions
of performance implied by the mix of the statistics
utilized. By themselves, however, ratings cannot con-
firm these results.

Richer sources of information for public library
management, marketing, and advocacy are soundly
designed local evaluation studies, including cus-
tomer surveys, performance measures, assessments
of library value, quality management regimens,
outcome studies, and others. For this reason, we pro-

pose that libraries continue to utilize data that are
available from national surveys as a foundation for
local assessment efforts, and add to these additional
output measures that are currently not collected
nationally.1? Especially, the use of e-resource outputs
(numbers of downloaded articles, webpage hits,
database users, and so on) should be included. Data
such as these are key to demonstrating how libraries
add value to their communities. More importantly,
libraries should strive to develop outcome mea-
sures—both quantitative and qualitative—in their
assessments of how they fall short, meet, or exceed
organizational targets and goals. National ratings
can play a part in library evaluation as long as we
acknowledge their strengths and limitations. Beyond
their use in library advocacy efforts, ratings should
inspire libraries to identify local evaluation questions
needing further exploration.

Utlizing local data to demonstrate library accom-
plishments is worthwhile because it focuses on
locally derived value of library services. The library’s
ability to return value to customers is one rating sys-
tem that libraries must be well attuned to. Customer
opinions and votes are the only scores that take away
or add to the resources libraries require to operate at
a high level and to strive for greatness. &

Editor’s note: The opinions expressed in this article are
those of the authors and do not reflect the view of the
National Oceanic and Atinospheric Administration or
other parts of the U.S. government.
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Flight of the Conchords films at Brooklyn Public Library

Recently, the cast of HBO'’s Flight of the Conchords were all at Brooklyn Public Library’s Williamsburgh
Branch, filming for their upcoming season, which airs in January. In the scene, the duo performs—not
surprisingly—in a library, to the chagrin of regular patrons. After this portion of the shoot, they headed
to Sunset Park to film more of the episode in an area under the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, and -
brought their own hookers (well, extras dressed as hookers, anyway).

Tracey Mantrone, manager of the Williamsburgh Branch, had this to say:

Although I don't watch much television, my sister is a big fan of Flight of the Conchords. 1 was therefore
happy that not only was her favorite show filming in my library, but T would be able to watch. Little
did I know that I would find myself not only dismantling most of my computers, but also helping to
shelve books. The film crew, while struck by the beauty of the building, decided that it did not look
enough like a library. So they replaced the computers with temporary book shelves, which we stuffed
full of donations to create an old-time atmosphere. Then the extras, dressed in frumpy cardigan outfits
and clunky shoes and wearing owl-like glasses, began to arrive. By the time filming began, the entire
building had developed a carnival-like atmosphere as a bemused public complimented us on the
extra shelving and waded among the film crew to check out their DVDs for the weekend. ‘
Then the filming began. For the next hour and a half, we all suffered through a bizarrely catchy
song sung over and over again by the two lead actors while the extras did their best to look like
. 'm looking forward to watching the upcoming episode, although

traditionally frumpy librarians. . .
1 still can't get that song out of my head.
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